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Abstract: In the wake of historic welfare reform in 1996, the focus of federal and state governments shifted to increasing the incentive for single mothers to reduce welfare dependency, create and maintain two-parent families, and reduce the incidence of out-of-wedlock births.  Indeed, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) eliminated the legal entitlement to cash welfare by imposing a 60-month lifetime time limit on benefit receipt and requiring mothers to leave welfare for work after two years.  A large body of research investigates the impact of welfare reform on a wide range of economic and social outcomes, including employment and welfare use, earnings, marriage and fertility, and child well-being.  

Almost entirely ignored by researchers, however, is the extent to which welfare reform influenced mothers' subjective well-being--or indicators of life satisfaction, optimism about the future, and stress.  Therefore, this project draws on unique data from the DDB Needham Life Style Survey to examine the impact of PRWORA on multiple dimensions of single mothers' subjective well-being.  The effect of welfare reform is identified using a difference-in-differences estimator.  Results point to mostly positive changes in well-being in the period following welfare reform.  Single mothers experienced an increase in life satisfaction and a growing confidence about the future.  Furthermore, there were no discernible changes in self-reported stress levels, quality of sleep, and physical condition.  Alternative explanations and policy implications are discussed.  
